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1. Name

historic North Avenue Commercial Historic District

and/or common

2. Location

J—— . d
— S o,s/\—
street & number  Park Aweawe, North Auapuez Watchung Avedue N/A not for publication
7 / ,]

city, town Plainfield ____vicinity of -oongreceional-distsiet
state New Jersey code U34 county Union code 039
3. Classification
Category Ownership Status Present Use
_X_ district — public X__ occupied —___agriculture — _ museum
—_building(s) ___ private —_ unoccupied X commercial —___park
____structure _X both — work in progress ____ educational _X_ private residence
—___site Public Acquisition Accessible — entertainment —X_religious
____object ____in process X __ yes: restricted _X__government — scientific

_NTAbeing considered —_ yes: unrestricted —_industria! —x— transportation

—__no — military __other:

4. Owner of Property
name Multiple - see Survey forms
street & number
city, town — vicinity of state

5. Location of Legal Description

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Plainfield City Hall
street & number 515 Watchung Avenue
city, town Plainfield, New Jersey state New Jersey 07060

6. Representation in Existing Surveys

title Historic American Building Survey ‘nas ?r%ﬂ%%é‘r%) been determined eligible? ___yes X no

date 1935, 1941, 1961-2 X federal ___ state ____county ____ local

depository for survey records Library of Congress

city, town Washington state pC




7. Description

Condition Check one Check one

— excellent — deteriorated ____ unaltered _x original site

X __good —___ruins —x__ altered ___moved date
— fair —__ unexposed

Describe the present and original {if known) physical appearance

DESCRIPTION

Most buildings in the North Avenue Commercial Historic District were
constructed between 1875 and 1925, The buildings erected in this
50-year span have a vigorous, self-confident air. Plainfield
merchants took pride in their city and their places of business. A
predominant number of buildings from this 50 year period are intact
and functioning.

Missing from the District today are the horses (with their dung
and flies), the wagons, carts and buggies which met the 88 trains
that stopped daily in 1901. Also missing is the coal soot emanating
from the 88 steam engines, a permeating soot which fostered the
color black in. outerwear and necessitated fresh paint and wallpaper
every spring.

The North Avenue Historic District building exteriors have been
maintained in good repair, the upper floors in mostly original
condition. Only a few street level store fronts are in original
condition, however; they have been periodically "modernized" to keep
them commercially attractive.

There are thirty-three properties in the district; of these,
twenty-one buildings were built between 1875-1900, nine were built
between 1901-1930, and the Friends Meeting House was built in 1788,
long before the CRRNJ stimulated growth. There are two vacant
lots.

The attached survey forms describe all properties in the districts.

The North Avenue Historic District is located close to the center of
the business district of Plainfield, New Jersey. Its boundaries are
from 202 Park Avenue along North Avenue exact to the railroad
stations. The District continues to the Friends Meeting House and
the Post Office on Watchung Avenue.

The buildings on North Avenue are designed in free spirited Vic-
torian interpretations of the Italianate, Neo Grec, Romanesque, and
Renaissance styles spanning the years and designs -- of the last
quarter of the ninteenth century. The heart of the District is
along North Avenue and the west - and east-bound depots where there
is a remarkable retention of the original architectural design.

North Avenue is bound on the east by Watchung Avenue and on the west
by Park Avenue, a busy retail and banking center. These boundary
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streets contain the Friends Meeting House, (1788), the United

States Post Office, (c. 1915), and the United National Bank
building, (c. 1905).

Although dissimilar in age, style, and function, the buildings in
the District have an overall effect of cohesion. Similarity of
height, scale and volume create a unified streetscape. Within the
proposed Historic District there are few intrusions. Out of 47
lots, only two parking lots exist. The alterations that have been
made to the store fronts reflect the stylistic changes of ongoing
architectural trends, but original stylistic details remain.

The boundaries define the area of commerce that at the turn of the
century flourished around the railroad stations, catering to daily
commuters and travelers. The rhythm and interest of this late 19th
century and early 20th century hub of travel and 1light commerce
survive within the District, expressed in its diverse architectural
styles.



8. Significance

Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify below

— prehistoric ___ archeology-prehistoric _ community planning ____ landscape architecture . religion

——1400-1499 ____ archeology-historic —__conservation — law - science

—1500-1599 ____ agriculture —__economics — literature — sculpture

. 1600-1699 _x _ architecture — education — military ____social/

—1700-1799 ___art —___engineering — music humanitarian

—X 1800-1899 X commerce — exploration/settiement ___ philosophy ___theater

—x_ 1900~ ____ communications — industry — politics/government _X_ transportation
—___invention . —_ other (specify)

Specificdates 5 7 - -5 Builder/Architect -

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph)

SIGNIFICANCE

The North Avenue Commercial Historic District is a distinctive
collection of masonry Victorian commercial buildings which developed
around Plainfield's Central Railroad of New Jersey train stations.

This section of the city contains a relatively well preserved group
of turn of the century Victorian commercial buildings. To highlight
this exceptional cluster of structures, there are five examples of
period architecture used in public buildings.

On the southeast corner of the proposed District is the Quaker
Meeting House, the oldest street survivor and a vital 1link to the
city's past. The church acts as an important boundary delineator.

The first inland settlement in the State was in 1684 in what later
became Plainfield. In two subsequent years English grantees John
and Robert Barclay established their plantation "Plainfield".
Quaker John Laing bought Plainfield Plantation c. 1710 and it
remained in the early settlement family for two generations. It
was there that the first Quaker meeting was held in 1713. The
members were known as "of the Plainfield Meeting" to distinguish
them from other Quaker sites. 1In 1736 the first meeting house was
erected on the grounds of the plantation. When the Friends decided
to expand and build a larger house of worship in 1788, they selected
acreage in the community of Milltown (later Plainfield) with a large
Quaker population and business and agricultural opportunities. The
name Plainfield Meeting was retained and when the Post Office was
established in 1800, the town name was taken from this Quaker
Meeting House. The simplicity of the architecture reflects the
simplicity of worship. By rejecting the traditional basilica type
of church, the Quakers sought to purify their religion. The Meeting
House resembles a late medieval English dwelling with any open
central space for addressing the congregation. It remains faithful
to its original form without significant alteration. -

Through the years the Meeting House, on its original site, and still
in use as a house of worship nearly 200 years later, has been a
peaceful constant in the ebb and flow from village to urban charac-
ter. Dating from the late 18th century roots of Plainfield,
this historical resource remains an architectural heirloom giving a
sense of continuity and permanence to the downtown area. It is the

U.S. GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE : 1981 0 - 330-u456



9. Major Bibliographical References

See continuation sheet.

10. Geogra_phical Data

Acreage of nominated property nine +

Quadrangie name ___Plainfield Quadrangle scale __1:24000

UMT References
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Verbal boundary deicription and justification

See continuation sheet

List all states and counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries

state N/A code county code

state code county code

11. Form Prepared By

name/title Lyn Rupp

organization Plainfield Business Men's Association date May 1, 1983

street & number 5 Heritage Drive telephone 201-356-2985

city or town Warren state New Jersey 07060

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification

The evaluated significance of this property within the state is:

____national ____state _X local

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89—
665), | hereby nominate this property for inciusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service.

Deputy

State Historic Preservation Officer signature USSA W m LjQ) s
1

titte Director, Division of Parks & Forestry date 2_\(){\4[’/4\
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only part of the proposed district that has mature trees and green
lawns offering a welcome respite. On its own, with its historic
associations and distinctive architectural style, the Quaker Meeting
House would qualify for National Register Nomination.

Next to the Meeting House, solidly anchoring the northeast corner of
the District in a fine Neo-Classic style is the United States Post
Office, built in 1915. The importance of communication to members
of the community and the essential connection to stimulate and
facilitate commercial growth were acknowledged with the establish-
ment of the first Plainfield Post Office in 1800. It was located in
a home on the corner of what is now Front and Somerset Streets. It
was moved through the years until its present location was selected
in 1915. Centrally located and easily accessible to the business
community in the North Avenue area and beyond, the mail was readily
processed for the well ordered business correspondence and transac-
tions. Unlike today, mail delivery was more frequent, and anxious
customers could go to the "windows" to inquire if important mail had
arrived. And they could expect the postal attendant to check for
them. The Post Office is in very good condition. A later addition,
entirely in keeping with the original Classic Revival structure,
points up the importance of the U.S. Mail to the commercial and
industrial growth, which went hand-in-hand with the development of
the City.

Lending weight and authority to the northwest corner of the District
is the United National Bank building. This Neo-Classic structure
visually represents an impressive gateway to North Avenue. The
parent bank was founded in 1864 and through two mergers became the
Plainfield Trust Company. In 1905 the_ bank moved to its present
location at 202 Park Avenue in the heart of a busy commercial and
service oriented district. Listed among the "firsts" in New Jersey
banking, the Trust Company elected the first woman officer in 1912
and offered the first Christmas Club accounts in the same year. The
building, in keeping with growth of the City, was enlarged in 1926,
with two more Ionic columns added across the facade. The basic
Classic Revival style remained the same. It is a familiar sighting
and represents a fitting visual symbol for the commercial success
and material progress of Plainfield.

Between the 1788 Friends Meeting House and the Classic Revival bank
and Post Office is an excellent collection of approximately 20
Victorian vernacular business establishments. These buildings were
built using a wealth and variety of Victorian ornamentation within a
20 year span, from 1880-~1900, when Plainfield was a resort and home
for many wealthy industrial, financial, and professional leaders of
New York's business community.
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The Jersey Central Railroad, an important link between New York and
Philadelphia, had with Plainfield, a halfway mark and an important
stop between those two major cities. The area around and adjacent
to the Plainfield depots housed the merchants and businesses
catering to travelers and the commuter community.

Later buildings, comfortably absorbed, exemplify more modern com-
mercial architectural design, and affirm continuity between the past
and the present as well as a desirable contrast to the existing
street wall.

A street oriented neighborhood, the North Avenue Commercial Historic
District stands as a kind of local legacy. The buildings contribute
to an understanding of vernacular commercial architecture in New
Jersey. Consciously cultivated, there 1is an environment that
encourages shopping and strolling. The proposed North Avenue
Commercial Historic District is a significant historic resource
adding interest to the city and its society.
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HISTORY

The North Avenue Historic District in Plainfield, New Jersey
developed as a cluster of business and service establishments
following the arrival of the railroad in 1840. The advent of the
railroad initiated significant changes in the economic development
of Plainfield, stimulating area industry and providing easy access
to markets.

On Wednesday, March 21, 1838, a notice of a railroad meeting was
made in the local newspaper Union, inviting citizens to attend a
meeting at "Jack Thorn's Long Room on Thursday evening next at early
candle light" to discuss completing the railroad to Plainfield. The
next edition of the Union reported that "the meeting was large,
informative and respectable". It was unanimously resolved to
proceed as quickly as possible with the work.

In 1839 the stage coach line to Elizabeth was replaced by rail
travel. Only four of the 1200 inhabitants dared to brave the danger
of that first steam train ride in 1840. Until the train linked
directly 30 years later to New York City, the steamer "Red Jacket”
connected at Elizabethport to complete the last twelve miles of the
trip into Manhattan.

In spite of relaxing bridge games in the club car, the fatigue of
daily commuting was considerable. The only respite was the morning
ferry ride--upper deck preferred--across the Hudsons The bridge
over Newark Bay was begun in 1863.

In 1869 the direct railroad line between Plainfield and New York was
completed. Commuting became faster and easier. The eventual
suburban character which later distinguished Plainfield as a
prestige residence for wealthy New Yorkers had begun. The writer
Van Wyck Brooks in his reminiscences defined Plainfield as a Wall
Street suburb with one hundred millionaires living there.

John Taylor Johnson, president of Central Rail Road, lived in
Plainfield and realized that if the city was to become a place of
any importance, the tracks must be elevated. There was considerable
opposition. By 1874 the tracks were raised and 13 grade crossings
were eliminated. Few trains ran in those days and the schedule was
irregular. A bell in the cupola of the station was rung to notify
the citizens when the train arrived. The railroad station at that
time was a frame building with a saloon in one section: "none too
clean and a misery of golden oak benches and spittons." The train
platform was plank, small and open. There were only two tracks for
east and west bound. Trains ran on "strap rails" which were wooden
rails with a metal strip on top. Five years later, there were
eleven trains daily in each direction making scheduled stops. By
1900, 8,000,000 passengers moved annually from Philadelphia to New
York. A single trip ticket was sixty cents. The annual ticket
price was $87 and was non-transferable.
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Business flourished around the train depot, catering to travelers
and businessmen. A self-contained neighborhood with hotels, bars,
livery stables, barbers (with "first class artists in attendance"),
plumbing supplies, and grocers were conveniently located within the
District. Wand's City Directory of 1900 lists seven real estate
agents, seven lawyers, nine insurance agents, and seven places where
loans could be arranged. For the wayward husband, choice cut
flowers could be purchased from Miss A. E. Lincoln, North Avenue,
near the depot.

The majority of the properties in the District were built c. 1880.
The typical commercial building of the late 1800's had wood replaced
by more permanent cast iron, brick or stone. A thriving economy
produced a building boom. Using pattern books, local architects and
builders created richly ornamented and diverse facade designs.
Industrial technology made available rolled glass for larger window
openings and standardized parts.

The customary commercial building had a ground floor for a retail
business with the second and third floor for office space or 1living
qguarters for the shop keeper or tenants. The first floor was open
with a large expanse of glass for the display of wares, and divided
into two sections with a recessed entry. Beneath the plate glass
windows was the bottom base plate or wooden kick plate. A transom
of clerestory glass capped with horizontal projecting molding ran
across the first story line. Often the corners of the building were
defined with ornamental vertical molding. Above the first floor,
evenly spaced windows with an exuberance of details and decorative
motifs make the second and third stories more interesting. Varying

shapes, sizes, and colors from block to block provide for exuberant
detailing.

The banking facilities of Plainfield are closely related to the
development of the city. As the number of banks increased, business
prospered, local industry expanded and more emphasis was placed on
civic improvement. The two banks and the post office in the Dis-
trict, each solidly holding down the corner boundaries, exemplify a
popular mode of architecture, the classic Greek Revival style, used
in the design of public buildings. The temple types, carefully
reproduced in ancient Greek forms, make imposing monuments to
stability and commercial enterprise.

The railroad station was the 19th century gateway to the city.
To impress the traveler with the wealth and economic stature of the
city, the station's- - imposing architecture and plush interior
reflected local pride and self image. Although tastefully altered
to its present state in 1952, the west bound railroad station on
North Avenue was once a grand Romanesque structure in the best
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tradition of Henry Hobson Richardson. Originally less grand
but unchanged today, the east bound depot repeats the Richardsonian
style with high arched windows and contrasting white sandstone
quoins and string courses. At the turn of the century numerous
hacks and rigs congregated in the brick roadway in front of the
station.

As the railroad had replaced the horse and the canal barge by
offering speed, more comfort and accessibility, the car and the
airplane have contributed to the decline of rail passenger service.
With this transition, business declined and moved away from North
Avenue to the more traveled routes of the mid-20th century.

In the spirit of historic preservation, the "facade survivors"
in the North Avenue Commercial Historic District offer a nostalgic
glimpse of the past and a hope for a fresh vitality and new life to
a key commercial area of the City of Plainfield.
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Verbal Boundary Description

A. Beginning at the East corner of B. 403, L.10 (along
the CRRNJ R.O.W.) proceed west along said property to the
South corner. Thence, proceed NW along the rear property
line (excluding the alley) to the property line of B. 403,
L. 7. Thence, proceed west along said property to the south
corner, the west corner, and the north corner. B. Thence,
proceed across Park Avenue to the west corner, the north
corner, and the east corner of B. 102, L. 13. Thence,
continue in the same direction to the rear property line of
B. 102, L. 2A. Thence, proceed NE along said property line,
projecting the line to the north corner of B. 102, L. 2 and
continue along said property to the east corner (on North
Avenue). C. Thence, proceed NE along the curb to the South
property line of B. 104, L. 16. Thence, proceed to the rear
property line and follow the 1lines of those properties
facing North Avenue to Watchung Avenue (the north corner of
B. 104, L. 8). Thence, cross Watchung to the south curb of
B. 107, L. 4. Thence, proceed NW along said property to its
west corner, NE to its north corner, and SE to its east
corner., Thence proceed NE along B. 107, L. 3 to this
property's north corner on Church Street and SE to the east
corner on East Third St. Thence proceed SW along said
property projecting a straight line across Watchung Avenue
to the CRRNJ Right-of-Way. D. Thence, proceed SW along said
R.0.W. 100 feet. Thence, proceed SE to the north corner of
B. 280, L. 5. Thence, proceed SW in a straight 1line
parallel to the R.O.W to the north corner of B.280, L.16.
Thence, proceed NW across Depot Park to the northern R.O.W.
of the CRRNJ. Thence, proceed SW along said R.O0.W. to the
beginning.



NORTH AVENUE HISTORIC DISTRICT
MAPS

Original map‘by Captain Cornelius Vermule 1778
enlarged by G.S. Dufford 1934. - owntTeDd

Plainfield 1853 by John Bevan, City Surveyor.

Detail of above map showing Peace (Watchung) and
Cherry (Park) Streets by railroad station.

1874 drawing by 0.H. Bailey showing North Avenue
by railroad station.

Center of Plainfield showing Madison, Park, Watchung
and North streets and avenues by railroad station.
F. A. Dunham, C.E., Plainfield, New Jersey.

Drawings of Center Plainfield by North Avenue, 1899.
Landis and Hughes, New York.

These maps are in Drake House, Plainfield, New Jersey.
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. A Brief Historical Sketch :

One hundred years before the present Plainfield Meeting House was built in
1788, Quakers in this section of Central Jersey met in “Amboy”, now called Perth
Amboy. Later the Meeting was transferred 10 Woodbridge where a Meeting House
was constructed in 1713. At a Monthly Meeting held at Woodbridge on September
16, 1721 John Laing, a prominent member, was granted permission to hold a
meeting at his home on Woodland Avenue near the present Plainfield Country
Club. Ten years later, on land bequeathed to the Society by John Laing, Friends
built a Meeting House, “not to exceed 24 feet square” which was called the
“Plainfield Meeting” at this location.

For over 50 years the original “Plainfield Meeting House” met the need of
area Friends. On November 15, 1787, the following minute appears: “The Friends
appointed to endeavor to find a suitable place to build a Meeting House at Plain-
field report that they all agreed that a lot of land containing three acres near the
house of John Webster the third would be a suitable place for said house to be
}:uilt on, and they propose that the size of the house should be about 34 x 48

eet.”

The Meeting agreed, and the new house was first used for the Monthly Meet-
ing held August 20, 1788. The final report on the construction of the new Meeting
House was made to the Meeting held on April 21, 1790 and stated “that the ex-
penses of the house is (sic) four hundred and seventy-four pounds, seven shillings
and ten pence, exclusive of what stuff was got from the old Meeting House.”
When the present building was first occupied for Meeting purposes, it was the first
house of worship in the small town to become Plainfield. At that time, the Federal
Constitution had been formulated only eleven months and George Washington
had not yet been elected as the first president of the United States.

A burial ground was established behind the casriage sheds of the new Plain-
field Meeting House. The earliest extant dated stone bears the inscription: “1815/
H.W.” There are, however, reported to have been Friends and “some Indians™
buried earlier in the northern corner of the burial ground. :

The Meeting House has withstood the rigors of 175 years, with the exception
of one end damaged by fire and repaired in 1873, and the substitution of slate
in place of the shingled roof in 1922, and is outwardly the same as of old. Inside,
the massive timbers have become richly browned by the mellowing hand of time
and clearly show the marks of implements used by the builders. The original
doors and benches are still in use. Electric lights instead of old oil lamps that
swung from the beams and an oil furnace in place of wood-burning stoves so long
in use are among the changes made within the building.

In 1955, the need for expansion was again felt, this time for more Sunday
School classrooms. A large portion of the old carriage sheds, older than the
Meeting House itself since many of the timbers came from the Meeting House on
Woodland Avenue, was converted into a five-room, one-story building in the
same style as the existing one. An enclosed breezeway connects the old building
with the new. The remaining sheds were reconstructed for additional classrooms
and for an oftice for the Meeting Secretary in 1962.










